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      For my father

      WWII U.S. Army Private Lyn Gentry

      who fought fascism for real

    

  


  
    
      The hour of the barbarian is at hand. The modern barbarian. The American hour. Violence, excess, waste, mercantilism, bluff, conformism, stupidity, vulgarity, disorder.

      — Aimé Césaire

      

      The pure products of America go crazy.

      — William Carlos Williams
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      Should have seen it coming. It was all right there that last time we went fishing. My father was strong enough to haul one end of the canoe to the ramp, but he left his paddle in the pickup and took the prow seat.  Our dog Ginny hopped in between us, and I pushed off towards our favorite little mud island in the James River. Picture a misty dawn in October, the river low and green, the downstream push gentle, and there’s this zoom shot of his hand, fingers sort of wistfully tickling the surface.

      A career water quality engineer for the Commonwealth of Virginia, Dad always joked that he took that job so he could get paid to fish, and I’d tagged along whenever school allowed all over the web of streams that marked his territory. We’d fly-fished trout in the icy Tye that tumbles off the eastern slope of the Blue Ridge and caught saw-toothed dinosaur gar where the tidal streams merge with the Chesapeake Bay, but our home river the James was his favorite in all its seasonal changes. We’d hiked to a spot in the mountains where you could one-hop its headwaters, a lesson to me in how big things can grow from little ones. He was a show not tell kind of father, and most of what I trust he let the rivers convey.

      Anyway, that day he wasn’t right, though he took pains to hide it. Just dragging the canoe onto the island’s scraggly beach had him coughing, and he slumped on a log while I stuck hooks with slimy chicken livers and set up our poles. Taking a seat at my end of the log, we did our usual thing, saying little, just watching the fog burn off. No one else out yet, Ginny away hunting muskrats, the island our own private refuge. I remember the big sighting was a bald-headed eagle that soared past at eye-level, scouting the stream.

      Eventually, Dad pulled out his ancient portable radio from a vest pocket and thumbed the dial in search of an oldies station he liked. When he found it, the announcer wasn’t playing music. Something major had happened in DC. The President was declaring martial law after what he called riots in some of the big cities. He’d canceled the upcoming election in an effort to restore order and save the Republic. My father dialed up other stations, but they were all saying the same thing. He turned the radio off and chucked it in the water. Then he hawked up a loogie that had a streak of red in it. He wiped his chin on the collar of his shirt and dabbed at his eyes. We sat and watched our lines.

      About noon, we called it quits, not even a nibble all morning. It bothered me, how he slumped in his seat while I paddled us back to our truck. I was home for Thanksgiving when he fell in the shower a few weeks later. Just bruises, but I had to help him out of the tub and towel him off and get him into bed. Everything after that happened really fast and really slow at the same time. He wanted to die in his bed at home and that’s what he did, in his room next door to mine. So all the rest happened without him, though not really. Call me superstitious or spacey or whatever, but you ask me, dude’s still around.
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      In late summer we squatted in a house on a bluff just below the James River dam in a leafy suburb of Richmond. When the river was high after days of rain, a rushing waterfall coursed over the dam like a shimmery lace curtain that stretched from one bank to the other. Whole tree trunks would push at the lip, then tumble into the downstream froth, surfacing past the churn and slowly rolling as they passed. When the weather was dry, the dam’s scoured concrete slope shone white, water knee-deep at its foot and a deep green lake pressing at its back. You could walk along the curved top of the dam then, though if you slipped you might fall thirty feet on one side or if you fell the other way find yourself pinned against its underwater wall, the mighty push of the river holding you there.

      I never dared that walk myself.

      A highway bridge crossed the river downstream of our squat, offering a view of traffic in both directions. It was one of those bland flat concrete roadbeds held up by evenly spaced pylons and just to look at it made you mad at the cheapskate builders. But the river was wide there, half a mile across, and at sunset on a clear day the bridge’s long shadow on the water glimmered a tempting steel blue in the summer heat. There was fishing to be had; catfish fat as your calf would take grubs and bend my pole double burrowing into their hidey holes. Some weeks that was all we ate, grilled catfish and greens foraged along the riverbank.

      We rarely saw a car on the bridge. It was much more common to sight a drone tracing the river, its propellers whining as it zoomed like a toy dragonfly along the surface. We’d see one headed upstream, then another, maybe the same one, zipping downstream the next day. Most of them would fit in a suitcase, but on occasion a car-sized monstrosity clutching a box underneath lumbered past, its many blades trailing ribboned swirls on the water. The awkward machine would lift itself over the bridge, drop down, then make another hop to top the dam, scudding on low again once past those obstacles. I imagined some bored operator in an air-conditioned bunker guiding the drones with a joystick, but then maybe they were steering themselves. Maybe there was nothing sinister going on. Maybe they were just out for a cruise on the river, having robot fun.

      The squatting idea didn’t make a lot of sense, but with the blackout not much did. No one could say with any certainty what had happened. Going on a week, rumors grew. Neighbors gathered at the cul de sac in the last hour before everything went dark and shared guesses. Which ranged from a temporary hiccup in the grid to a military coup or a space invasion. We mulled over the sun spot theory, the magnetic field theory, the Third World War theory. Somebody said they’d driven up I-95 but got turned back before DC. He said the northern horizon glowed like the lights were still on there. Another guy drove south but only made it to Petersburg. At first nobody wanted to drive too far, because what if the gasoline ran out and they really did have to flee.

      A couple neighbors had emergency solar-charged radios that they brought to our meetings. We all insisted on trying our hands at the dials but all we got was static. The one policeman on the street had disappeared with his family the first night of the blackout, and he was the last cop anybody saw. There was no one to call for help. There was no way to call. For a while you could hand crank gasoline at the service station, and you could pay cash for groceries if you, like my father, had stashed some actual dollars under the mattress. The local Food Lion had a generator that ran some of their lights and fridges, but when the service stations ran out of gasoline, they fell back on vending dry goods stacked under awnings in the parking lot.

      Then we learned that the Islamic Center on Buford Road had a short-wave radio and a flat roof lined with solar panels. After sunrise prayers, the imam would climb up on the roof with a megaphone like cheerleaders use and tell us what he’d learned from talking to some other minister in the Middle East. The somber old man might have been Gandalf’s brother, with his floor-length gown and unruly white beard that hung to his waist. We’d all bunch up on the front lawn, necks craned, listening to his foreign-accented reports. He claimed that the power had been turned off deliberately by order of the President. And that we shouldn’t expect it to come back any time soon. Which came as a sort of relief. At least it wasn’t an alien invasion. It wasn’t a nuclear war. But you’d expect Al Jazeera or whoever he was getting his intel from to blame the American government for this glitch. People preferred to blame the tech bro’s. Those greedy billionaires, building out their energy-sucking data centers all over. No doubt they’d diverted the power to their artificial intelligence experiments. The White House would sort this out, just a matter of time.

      After giving his report, the imam would reappear at the back door with some of his helpers and pass out bags of ice until the supply ran out. They’d lined up a whole roomful of freezers that were driven by the roof’s solar panels. So for a short while, the Islamic Center became our community gathering place. We swapped canned goods, band aids, flashlight batteries. We charged our phones, just so we could use their offline apps. Any day now we knew they’d blink awake again and our screens would fill with texts from out-of-town friends and family.

      But then the Islamic Center caught fire and burned to a shell. Maybe the fire trucks had run out of gas, who knows. We never saw the imam or any of his helpers again after that. And about that time, as summer kicked in and our houses grew too stuffy to sleep in, people got weird. It was like every house became its own sweltering lifeboat, each family making its own plans. Every day it seemed another neighbor packed up and drove away. I left with what I could carry when people we’d known for years began to go feral. The last straw was when I had to jump out of the driveway having stupidly tried to stop the board president of our local swim club from stealing the pickup. He gunned past me, turned down the street and stopped just long enough to collect his wife, daughter and beagle four houses down.

      After that I took to riding my bike out to the river some days, hoping for some indication of something, I don’t know what exactly, but then began to scout out a cool-looking house that hid behind a wall of trees on a bluff by the dam and week after week seemed unoccupied. We waited until dark one night and made our way down seven miles of shadowy streets, my most precious personal possessions – the useless photographs and mementos – stacked at the bottom of a wheelbarrow piled with as many clothes and canned goods as I could fit atop them, while Ginny, wearing doggy side-saddle packs, trudged gamely along beside me. We arrived at our new digs before dawn, the riverside air froggy smelling and mosquitoes singing in our ears. I broke a side window with a rock, picked out the jagged pieces, climbed inside and let Ginny in at the door. Maybe she was just relieved to get the pack off her back, but her sprightly tail wag seemed to agree it was a good move. For a while we lived happily there, almost like kids on vacation.

      

      As the weeks went by and no one bothered us or even seemed to notice we were there, Ginny and I came to consider the house our own. Because of its concrete shell and boxy shape, I dubbed it the bunker. After steeling myself to empty the science project fridge and freezer, duct-taping them shut still streaked with multi-colored mold, the rest of the place was the nicest I’d ever seen. For instance, the whole wall facing the river was a window. From the outside, one-way glass mirrored the natural view, and inside it was like you were standing up close to a giant movie screen. There were two walk-in closets in the master bedroom where we slept, both packed with the softest, sleekest clothes, one mostly dresses, the other men’s shirts and slacks. And downstairs, next to a pair of basement bedrooms with long slit windows up near the ceiling, we discovered a wine cellar. I started at the top left, one bottle at a time. We’d lounge up on the flat roof and watch swallows swooping for bugs, then as darkness fell, half a bottle gone, listen as clicking bats took their place. I sipped from a huge glass goblet so thin it made a singing sound if you pinged it with your fingernail. Just palming that goblet made me feel sort of regal. Especially if it was a cool night and I was wearing the supple leather jacket I’d commandeered from the closet.

      If we’d had electricity the house would have been even more amazing. Every room had recessed speakers in the ceiling. A lot of the drawers and cabinets were designed to open and close at the wave of a hand. I had to jimmy them open with a screwdriver, in some cases splintering the wood. It seemed like every door hid expensive stuff. A fancy rowing machine in one, a sauna in another. The garage, on a third level underground, held a bright red Tesla Model Y, but the battery must have died. I couldn’t even open its door.

      I went back home a few times at night with the wheelbarrow, Ginny tagging along beside me. Hardly any cars parked on the sleepy grid of wooded side streets as we trudged up from the river, and, of course, no lights on anywhere. The first trip back we tried to sleep in my old bedroom. The house was stuffy and the August humidity oozing in the open screened window didn’t help, so we slipped out again before dawn. I felt my way in the dark through the old familiar rooms, packed the wheelbarrow with the pantry’s last cans of tuna and black beans and peanut butter and canned dog food, dumped in the spice rack, and then spent way too much time sorting through old discs of obsolete video games in my room. I couldn’t see the labels, and Ginny was antsy to leave, but for some reason I just sat there and shuffled through them all scattered on my bed. Before we left I grabbed fishing poles and the tackle box from the garage.

      On our second trip a week later in the mild air after a summer storm we stayed until daylight. I was thinking about the coming change of season. Most of the designer clothes in the bunker were a little too small for me, so I loaded up on hoodies and sneaks at home. Feeling around under my father’s bed I came across a long plastic case that held his shotgun. It was an ancient double-barreled 12-gauge like something out of a western movie and had belonged, Dad said, to my great grandfather. All I knew about him was that long ago he’d worked a tenant farm downriver somewhere. One time driving back from a day’s fishing, Dad pulled over alongside a picked over cotton field. He told me to go grab one of the leftover bolls. When I did, it pricked me, and blood got on the seedy puff of cotton in my hand. I remember clearly as we pulled away, I was sucking my finger, and Dad said, “That’s where you come from, boy.” That’s all he ever said about that. I fitted the heavy old shotgun back in its case, then discovered some shells in a rotting cardboard box shoved further under the bed. I’d never fired anything bigger than a pellet gun, but I poured the shells into the case and took it with us. Poked around in the garage, too. No use to bother with my father’s power tools, but I did grab a saw, a hammer, his toolkit. That was all I could carry that trip.

      Before we headed back to the bunker, thought I’d try our next-door neighbors. Knocking on their front door sent their chihuahua Little Bit into a rabid frenzy as usual but no one came to the door. I’d known the McGehee’s my whole life, their son Charlie my best friend when we were kids. It felt like they were in there, they wouldn’t have gone away and left their pup, but nothing. And then across the street another neighbor waved. It was Milly, the Taiwanese retiree whose pocket garden of figs and tomatoes and squash used to feed half the neighborhood. Ginny and I went over and I hugged her. I don’t think we’d ever hugged before, but this time her kindly wrinkled face got to me.

      “Where you been?” she asked, her eyes scoping mine.

      I told her and she nodded. “You right. This place over now. I go too.”

      “Where to?”

      “Tomorrow, back home, Taipei. Got my ticket. Safer there.”

      “Taipei,” I repeated, then asked, “Milly, I don’t know anything. Are flights still going out these days?”

      “Oh yes, full up going out, empty coming back. Everyone with money long gone. Me too now.” She paused to stroke Ginny’s head between the ears, then straightened up as if she’d just thought of something. “Listen, you want my house? I give you key, you can have it.”

      “Your house? I can’t take your house.” What was she talking about?

      “Second crop of figs in a month. Good crop this year. Sold my car already or I give you that too.”

      “I don’t need a car Milly, I’m alright.”

      “I see what happened to your truck. People crazy now.”

      I asked her if she knew anything about what was going on. She said, “You know nothing?”

      “No, I don’t see anybody and it’s just….”

      “Oh boy let me tell you,” she whispered, peering around as if someone else might be listening. “I have hand crank radio. You want it? In the kitchen, you can have that too. You can have everything I leave here.” She waved one hand like she was gifting me the world.

      “What’s happening, Milly? Is this a war or something?”

      “I say yes. War. Yes.” She nodded her head in judgment. “Guerilla war I think.”

      “Who turned off the power?”

      “Big question, yes.” She held up one finger like a lecturer. “Some say sabotage. But I don’t think sabotage will keep the power out this long. Some say they need it for AI. Or something else I don’t know.” She crouched to pull up a dandelion clump growing in a crack of her sidewalk, tore off a leaf to chew and offered one to me. I took it, but didn’t put it in my mouth.

      As she gnawed the leaf, she said, “I think government want us all to leave, or come outside to get arrest or something. I listen to radio. It’s on now. Thing is only one station. You turn the dial same station same station same station. Just him talking speech or talking prayer or talking some emergency.”

      “What does he say?”

      “Same thing. One day he say everything red next day everything green then red again like he don’t remember what he said the last day. But one thing. He say get out and I did hear that. I go home. Safer there.”

      “There’s not even a weather report or anything?”

      “Weather report. What’s that?” She made to grin and pinched my elbow. I bit the leaf and tried to chew it. It tasted bland and stringy like a weed, which it is.

      She squinted, watching my jaw work. “You have some place to go?”

      “You mean like Taipei?” I thought about that for a minute. “Guess not. This is my only country.”

      “That’s it,” she said, “He need you to stay. White make right. The rest take flight.”

      “Where’d you hear that?”

      “You don’t know nothing, do you?”

      Ginny had wandered off into the yard sniffing at something. Untended grass came up to her belly. I called her back and she turned to look at me. Milly said, “You know one thing?”

      I cocked my head to ask. She said, “I voted for that man. I voted for that man all three times.” She spit out the pulp of the dandelion leaf. “Some say he dead. Some say he go crazy with too much power. Lost his mind. I don’t know. Tired of hearing that voice.”

      “You think he might be dead?”

      “Could be greatest hits on the radio you know. Tired of hearing that voice.”

      “Well, I’ll miss you,” I said, and I meant it.

      She reached in her jean pocket and pulled out a ring with keys on it. “Here take this,” she said. “You take it. Whole pantry whole basement full of all my garden in jars. All yours. You take it. You come and go or come stay here either way this place yours now.”

      She started to cry without bothering to wipe her face. Even though she was old, she let herself sob the way a toddler does, hands pressed at her sides. Tears streamed down her cheeks and splattered on her t-shirt. Her narrow chest heaved. And there she was puttering in her garden or standing at our door, her wiry arms wrapped around paper bags full of figs or tomatoes or persimmons. She’d paid me $10 to mow her lawn in the day. My father and I shoveled her driveway after snow. But it was clear now that I didn’t really know our Milly at all. Nothing of her family, her upbringing, her thoughts or interests beyond her garden. When and why had she come to America? But she had me crying too now, snot running in my mouth. It was worse than when my father died somehow, or maybe, with all of it, this was the first time it really hit me that he wasn’t coming back. Because she was leaving, too. And everything upside down and scary. I mean what the fuck actually?

      

      When Ginny and I went back a week later Milly was gone. The front door of our house stood open, and I sprained my wrist tripping on an overturned chair. Ginny wouldn’t go inside at all. She cowered on the porch whimpering. Fearing that someone else was in there, I thought fine take it we have another home now. When I knocked on the McGehee’s door, no rabid chihuahua. It was late, of course, my father’s old windup watch said past midnight, but that crazy pup would have barked. I let myself in with Milly’s key at her back door. She’d left a glo-stick wrapped around a flashlight on the kitchen counter, batteries still intact. That made me think of her good and thoughtful heart all over again so I teared up all over again. That was Milly in a nutshell. I hoped she’d made it home safe.

      Favoring my throbbing wrist, I wrapped some of her home-canned goods in towels she’d left behind, then loaded them into the wheelbarrow. Made a note to come back every day until her cupboard was bare and mine at the river was full. Chunks of catfish stewed in canned tomatoes on the backyard grill followed by a fat spoonful of fig jam for dessert along with a bottle of old Burgundy wine wasn’t bad for a guy who can’t cook. I took her radio too. She was right. It was just him all day long in a loop, an occasional patriotic song sung tunelessly by a men’s choir, an ad for some name-branded crypto or perfume he was selling, warnings of unspecified “bad things” that could happen to anyone caught harboring people he was now calling “the real AI: Alien Invaders”, a somber prayer in a trembly voice that all but called him Jesus, and back to the loop of speeches again. Nothing about the blackout, going on three months now, no news of the rest of the world, no mention of everything shut down, everybody abandoning their jobs, their homes, their neighborhoods. No promise of food or electricity. Nothing useful at all.

      Whatever was happening in DC or Florida or wherever he was broadcasting from it was pretty clear that here in Richmond we were on our own. Milly had said guerilla war. All I’d seen of that was some whiny drones and furtive huddles of people wading across the river beneath the bridge at twilight. Some crossed heading north, some south. For all I knew they might have been the same people scrambling in a frantic loop. My father would have said, “chickens with their heads cut off.” All I knew for sure was that somebody was squatting in my house and I was squatting in somebody else’s and everybody else I knew was dead or out the door and hopefully living safely somewhere that had lights. Ginny and I had each other, though, just like always. My covid pup, a mutt my father got from a fishing buddy. Somewhere there’s a picture of her in my lap, just a fluffball, but pretty quickly her legs had grown out and her paws had gotten big, so I could scratch her head without bending down. All those lockdown months, we were never apart. That’s when she learned to sit a canoe while we were fishing. Then when brick-and-mortar school started up again, I always hated to leave her. Going on nine years old, a spray of gray whiskers at her muzzle, Ginny was still game, still frisky, still my shadow. Hunkered down in our bunker, I must have asked her a dozen times a day, what do you think girl? Should we stay or should we go?
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      As the summer rocked on to its usual late August drum solo – grasshoppers leaping ahead of us on our path to the river, crickets and cicadas humming in the woods, and thunderheads forming upriver nearly every afternoon, then lumbering downstream shedding jagged bolts and crashes that sent us cowering in our bedroom – Ginny and I settled into a routine that flew in the face of our status as temporary, illegal and maybe a little nuts squatters in a rich man’s house. We grew bored of scavenging beyond the narrow strip of grand homes perched along the bluff and once we’d stacked the last of Milly’s canned goods on the bunker’s pantry shelves, we didn’t go back to our old neighborhood again. We’d wake up whenever we felt like it, share cans of tuna or anchovies for breakfast, then set up fishing poles beneath a gnarly old sycamore on the river bank and wait for a bite. In late summer on the James you can wait a long time. The water warm, the fish fat and lazy, hiding in cool holes and rising whenever they feel like it to snatch at the feast of bugs that land or fall on the surface. But a grub or a grasshopper on a hook, still struggling, can occasionally catch their eye, most often in the early morning when a low mist skirts the dam.

      If the fishing went well and we had a scavenged propane tank for the grill, the rest of the day was ours to lounge about. The nearest house on either side of us was a quarter mile away. One was an old plantation home with wide double porches a bit higher on the bluff than ours. A tall French window on one side stood shattered and wide open and tramps like us came and went. The first time we sneaked inside it was like an old-timey movie set, everything plush and orderly, but by summer’s end all of its many rooms had been pretty much ransacked. Chairs broken and overturned, beds ruined. People had pooped on the Persian rugs and wiped themselves with the curtains. Somebody had started a campfire in the grand dining room, leaving its flowery wallpaper black with soot. We stopped going there and focused on the other house, where an old man named Campbell was holed up. He said it was his own place and I believed him. He lived in a two-room cabin, almost a treehouse, perched on a boulder with a million-dollar view of the deep-water lake above the dam. Down at the river’s edge, he’d chained a flat bottom rowboat that he’d take out to fish for bass.

      Mr. Campbell had something wrong with his eyes and when we talked he’d cup a hand at one ear and pretend to understand what I said. He constantly chewed his false teeth, sucking them in and out of his mouth. His one big phrase was “End Times.” He’d lived to see the mysteries of the Bible’s Revelations unfold and was counting the days for the next godly shoe to fall. I’m not even sure he knew that the power was out. His cabin was off the grid anyway.

      Ginny and I took to checking on him, our only neighbor, a couple times a week. People wandered by on the little one lane road below the bluff, and I worried about keeping them away from our squat, but all it took was Ginny launching into her protective watch dog frenzy to shoo them off. I don’t know that we were lonely. I think we were waiting, like Mr. Campbell, for something to happen. My father would have known what to do. But then I thought maybe this is exactly what he’d be doing, holding on, head on a swivel, hoping for something to make sense. People say that when you’re grieving the person you’ve lost can send you signals. After my mother died when I was little she’d ring the doorbell sometimes, and Dad would open the door and leave it open so she could visit. A goofy thing to do, he wasn’t a superstitious man, but I know he missed her until the day he died.

      I kept hoping to see him. Sometimes I’d catch a whiff like a person had come up behind me at the riverbank when we were fishing, and I’d get a little goose bump thrill feeling how he’d crouch behind me, arms around my shoulders, and guide my hands on my fishing pole in the day. I dreamed one night that I was dead, too, walking along a forest trail with him and Ginny, and she was cool with it, even though her humans were just ghosts.

      While waiting for stew to boil on the backyard grill, I’d crank the radio and try to sort through its ramblings. Between the lines of self-congratulation and bullying, I could almost make out a vague outline of what might be going on. It seemed incredible, and maybe I was misinterpreting his hints, but could it be that the whole state had lost power, that someone had flipped its switch for some reason?  He called Virginia the “New Dominion.” He talked about some place called “Covenant City.” You could tell it excited him. He’d just say those words over and over, like he was dreaming.
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      Mateo and Camila moved in that September and a lot of things changed. We ran across each other entirely by accident, and it was a good thing, too, because they were probably just days away from getting caught. What a surprise to see Camila; at first I couldn’t believe it was her. She’d been my father’s medical aide in his final weeks, deftly managing the day shift of bathing, toileting, bed-changing, med dispensing and spoon feeding, while I did food delivery and a car wash gig before taking over at night when he needed less help. I wasn’t earning enough to pay Camila, but his long-term care policy held out just long enough. He died a month before the lights went out, and I guess I’m grateful that he missed that.

      Though she wore a bandana tied across her face and bug-eyed sunglasses, Ginny recognized Camila at once. She left my side at the river’s edge and raced to her, tail-wagging furiously, finding her crouched with Mateo under the bridge. It was good to have company. Even though the house seemed pretty new it was echoey and made spooky whistling sounds at night. Among the few possessions they’d stashed in a laundry sack, Mateo had a wooden flute, and the sad and soaring tunes he played helped to liven up the place.

      I offered them the master bedroom upstairs where Ginny and I had been sleeping, but Mateo said no this is your squat, so they moved into the basement. Camila said she felt safer down there anyway. They weren’t pushy at all, never asked me to do a thing I didn’t want to, but the bunker shaped up pretty quickly under their watch. At first it was little things. Camila scavenged rain barrels from somewhere and hand washed the piles of dirty clothes I’d left scattered all over the house. She strung a line across the roof and hung up laundry after dinner. She never put out clothes during the day, afraid of waving a flag for all to see. She wouldn’t let me cook, though she did let me collect firewood and start our fire at dusk, which I’d been doing anyway. That worked out great. A way better chef than me, she could turn a can of beans, some of Milly’s jarred tomatoes, and wild onions and garlic foraged by the river into a feast.

      One day she asked me if I knew how to use my father’s tools to build things. I told her we’d made birdhouses in the day and even a doghouse for Ginny that she never used. So she sketched out a picture of a wooden box with a trapdoor for catching rabbits and set me to work tearing down boards from a picket fence in a neighbor’s yard. It took me a whole day to saw and fit and hammer the box together, but what else was I doing anyway. She was so pumped about it. She tossed a couple dried persimmons in the back of the box, set it at the edge of the woods behind the bunker, and propped its trap door open. Next day, finger snap, a live rabbit inside. Then Camila did something that changed my whole image of her. She handed me a baseball bat from the bunker’s garage, tipped the trap up on one end, lifted its door and quickly pulled the bunny out by its hind legs. Before the startled creature could thrash around or anything, she grabbed the bat and – holy shit – bopped it hard on the head. That night we had rabbit stew.

      Mateo was gone most days by the time Ginny and I got up. He’d return around sunset like some Hispanic Santa Claus, his backpack stuffed with treasure. He’d drop his load on the kitchen floor and grandly pull out a canned ham, a box of oatmeal, a six-pack of AA batteries, a bar of soap. He could always find corn meal and flour, so Camila was able to pat out tortillas to fill out our meals. Some days, though, he’d stop off at the river first, strip down and wade out to a rock, where he’d squat like a caveman, rinsing off mud and grease, the residue of whatever he’d gotten into on his travels. He’d spread his filthy workman’s overalls on the water, let the garment soak and sink, then shake it out, bundle it and tuck it under one arm, his boots tied together and hung over one shoulder, his backpack slung over the other, and stroll the grassy trail back up to the bunker buck-naked and nonchalant. But with all that, he never removed his sunglasses or the bandana tied around his face. Camilla followed the same rule. Outside our little yard, whether she was hunting mushrooms in the woods or tending a fishing pole on the river, she never let her face show. She said the drones could zoom up anytime and identify them as undesirables. And that would be that, and I’d never see them again.

      Even masked, Mateo in his wanderings risked his neck every day. They never came out and said it, but I’m sure they hoped I’d eventually grow a backbone and follow along. Scruffy white male with a ponytail, I’d be able to pass, could safely visit the commissary at a local high school and barter for goods in the parking lot. Just one of the stragglers, maybe impressionable, maybe recruitable, but not worth the hassle to hassle just yet. At the very least, maybe I could talk to people, learn what was going on or something. It wasn’t the worst idea.

      

      One great feature of the bunker was that it stayed comfortably cool no matter the weather, even without electricity. I couldn’t figure it out, but Mateo knew exactly what it was.

      “Geo-thermal. Pipes underground. Passive cooling.”

      “Pipes underground,” I mused, leaning across the patio table to pour him more wine.

      “We dug one of those, in Goochland. Bulldozer work. 20 feet down. We hit rock so had to blast. Laid the pipes, refilled the hole with dirt and landscaped. It was a season’s work all at one house and when we were done no one could tell. Green lawn, roses, it was beautiful.”

      This house has those pipes, you think?”

      “La mejor manera.”

      “Best what?”

      “Way. The best way. If you know how.”

      Mateo rolled his eyes whenever I attempted Spanish. Three years in high school, a semester in college, and a toddler would know more, he scoffed. He said I’d waited too long, that he’d learned English in grade school, alongside his Spanish grammar, because a child’s brain is ripe for language. He was squat, solid as a brick and his square head sat neckless on round shoulders. His hands were like clubs, but his stubby fingers danced on the flute holes when he played. Camila would put down the knitting kit she’d found in a playroom and do some slow twirly dance, waving her arms in the air. I’d get up and do my jiggy moves, Ginny would start in with her strangled yodel of a howl, and an owl might answer from the woods. It was good to have roommates. No question I’d gone a little squirrelly living inside my own head.

      

      Eventually we got around to origin stories told after dinner on the roof, while we watched the river turn silver then melt into the night.

      “I am not Mexican,” Mateo scowled, pronouncing the x as an h. “I am Bolivian. All my people are there.”

      “What did you do there?” I asked, sipping grandly from my goblet.

      “I am a chemical engineer. Professor at the university.”

      “Here, too?”

      He swatted away a mosquito at his ear. “Here I have a lawn company.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “How long is it Camila? You know?”

      Camila gave a patient smile, “Sixteen years, Mateo. Sixteen years last spring.”

      I asked them why they came to the U.S., and both said the same thing at the same time: “Politics.”

      “Y’all were in danger?”

      “It was necessary,” Mateo said. He waved a dismissive hand, then lifted his glass and swirled the wine in it. “This is Chatauneuf-de-Pape,” he smiled, pronouncing it like a Frenchman. “The great wine of the world. We savor it. We save these bottles for fiestas.”
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